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Lean Manufacturing Reduces Cycle Times At W.P. Hickman Company
 
Client Profile:
W.P. Hickman Company is one of the nation’s leading manufacturers of commercial 
low-slope roof edging or "coping," the material that secures the roof to the 
perimeter of a flat-roof building.  Located in Asheville, North Carolina, this 
45-employee, privately held company includes a 45,000 square foot manufacturing 
plant. The company, now more than 50  years old, invented the low slope roof 
edge and holds two dozen U.S. patents.  Company products include copings, 
gravel stops, roof edging, reglets, gutters, downspouts, and drains.  It also 
manufactures products for private label manufacturing customers.
 
Situation:
W.P. Hickman Company was interested in learning about lean manufacturing and 
the Toyota Production System model for providing customers with the lowest 
cost, highest quality, and fastest delivery.  The company wanted to reduce 
cycle times and increase productivity to improve margins.  W.P. Hickman Company 
contacted the Industrial Extension Service at North Carolina State University 
(IES), a NIST MEP network affiliate, for assistance.
 
Solution:
IES provided training in the basic principles of lean manufacturing to every 
W.P. Hickman Company employee, and the company named a dedicated continuous 
improvement coordinator.  Over six months of a year-long project, several mini 
projects have helped it eliminate waste, organize, and standardize processes. 
In one focused lean event, a five-foot brake machine was relocated on the 
factory floor to position it next to a Pega turret machine to create a work 
cell.  One day after the move, product cycle time was reduced by 48 percent.  
The number of employees needed to operate both pieces of equipment was reduced 
from two to one, freeing up the additional operator to help improve 
productivity in other plant areas.  Moving the brake broke a psychological 
barrier, and W.P. Hickman Company team members realized productivity could be 
further improved by moving ancillary equipment closer to another brake.  A 
hanger punch and other tools were relocated closer to the three-foot brake, 
achieving an 80 percent cycle time reduction. 
 
Results:
Trained all 45 employees in lean manufacturing concepts.
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Reduced product cycle time by an average of 64 percent on two lines.
Reduced labor demands.
Improved productivity.
Eliminating waste and standardizing processes.
 
Testimonial:
“This is a real partnership for us.  The Industrial Extension Service lean team 
is helping us build a culture of continuous improvement throughout the 
company.  However, I realize that ultimately we have to do this ourselves.  It’
s a process, one that never ends, because we can always improve.”
Jeff Imes, President
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